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LETTER TO THE EDITOR 
To The Editor: 
D. R. Harris, B. Frank Polk and Isaac Willis 
(JJ.D., 58(2) : 72) used a si li con rubber technique 
to demonstrate sweat gland activity and to deter-
mine the number of active sweat glands per unit 
area . They claim that th is method shows larger 
numbers of sweat glands and that it is more accu-
rate than other methods tested . The technique is 
supposed to be that desc ribed in our paper (Brit. 
J. Derm., 80: 601, 1968) modified by omission of 
the step which involves shadowing the replica 
with aluminium. They counted the holes seen in 
the replica and assumed that all these repre-
sented sweat droplets trapped in the si li cone 
rubber. 
We wish to point out t hat our method , as de -
scribed in the 1968 article, does not include alu -
minium shadowing. It gives, however, details con-
ce rning the positive identification of sweat drop -
lets and thus distinguishes these from air bubbles 
trapped at the interface of the replica and skin. 
The sweat droplets are id entified either by their 
ch loride content which is precipitated as si lver 
ch loride and subsequently reduced to silver or by 
their am ino-acid content using t he ninhydrin re-
action. The former gives an intensely black de-
posit which makes the sweat droplets readily di s-
tinguishable from artefacts due to trapped air 
bubbles. 
It is obvious that this technique will give spu-
riously high sweat gland counts unless it is used 
exactly as described. Using the iodine starch 
paper method we have found comparable results 
but we have not verified these statistically . Our 
method makes use of good commercia l writing 
paper (many contain starch) , exposing it to iodine 
vapour until it starts to turn ye llow. It may be 
stored for up to several weeks in an air-tight con-
ta iner. 
This method is useful in clinical practice and a 
permanent copy may be made for the p~tient ' s 
notes using xerography. An example of this tech-
nique (Proc. Roy. Soc. Med., 63: 888, 1970) graph-
ically demonstrated patchy anhidrosis in a pa-
tient with hypertrophy of sweat glands who has 
sin ce developed Hodgkin 's disease. The method 
has two defects where absolute values are re-
quired. The first is a difficulty of ensuring that 
the paper makes proper contact if the surface 
examined is not f1 a t and the second is that 
smudging of the impression may occur as a result 
of movement of the paper or capillary attraction 
along sk in folds and hairs. 
Clearly, the reference to our method in your 
journal has caused some misrepresentation of our 
technique and the finding of increased numbers 
of sweat glands may thus be accounted for. 
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